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Field Notes:

July 17, 2000

Another story about weather:
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Our daily lives are greatly affected by weather. We are especially conscious of this
during intense weather occurrences such as the one we are now enduring. Southerners are
accustomed to dealing with heat, but even we are unable to function well when temperatures
crowd the century mark. Our normal high humidity levels compound the misery since high
relative humidity prevents or slows the natural cooling of water evaporation because the air is
already carrying about all the water it can hold.
Twenty years ago while I was working in the Mississippi Delta, I visited one of the
several farmers with whom I consulted, and he sparked an interest in weather that has continued
to this day. This older gentleman who has since gone to his heavenly reward commented to me
in February of that year that he intended to grow only cotton that year because this crop would be
better suited to the hot dry summer he believed to be coming. I had of course heard people make
similar statements, but he seemed so confident in his belief that I asked how he knew this
particular summer would favor cotton. He reacted as if I should know this would be a peak year
in the solar or “sunspot” cycle. Rather than appear more ignorant than I already had I vowed to
become more familiar with the subject.
Following this introduction, I found that another acquaintance of mine was very familiar
with the field of solar physics. At every opportunity I quizzed him about the practical side of the

subject, and he taught me a few basics that I have kept in my mind since that time. The year this
interest started was 1980, a year when we had temperatures of 100 or more for the entire month
of July. Well, here we are in July 2000, and temperatures are reaching the 100 degree mark
again, and we are again seeing low rainfall.
Before I go any further, I must say that these cycles are not exactly predictable.
Historical records have shown them to last between 18 and 23 or so years. I had hoped that with
the hot dry weather we had in 1999 that year would prove to be the peak of the cycle and that
this year would be more “normal”, with cooler temperatures and more regular rainfall. My
hopes have obviously been dashed by the weather we are now having.
Heightened activity on the surface of the sun is linked almost directly with certain types
of weather on Earth. According to a story in the July 2000 issue of S.E.C User Notes published
by the Space Environment Center in Boulder, CO, a large flare appeared on the sun June 6, 2000
and was given the designation of an “X-flare”, which is the highest level of intensity. The
energy from this flare reached us on June 8 and 9. It caused problems in power transmission,
pipelines, radio communications, navigation, and other areas, not to mention weather. A solar
forecaster, Dave Speich, was quoted, “finally, the sun is flexing its muscles.”
It’s been especially interesting the last few years to hear all the discussions about “global
warming” in light of the fact that the sun has been in its “warming up” phase for the last ten or
eleven years. I will be interested to see how these “experts” explain why weather is cooling
when solar activity starts decreasing as it should relatively soon. You are probably ready for this
cooling to begin, and so am I.
The practical side of all this is that we must adjust our activities as best we can to tolerate
the reality of high solar output. Adjustments include growing more heat-tolerant crops, planting

early in the year so that plants can grow as much as possible prior to peak heat and drough
periods, protecting ourselves from the radiation of the sun by wearing protective clothing, and
concentrating our outdoor activities to the cooler parts of the day.
This phenomenon has been known for many years, and can be seen in such common
things as the thickness of tree rings, the depth of sediment in flood plains, and the thickness of
ice layers at the poles. During only one period, from 1645 to 1715, has the sun produced almost
no sunspots. Solar scientists call this period the Maunder Minimum, but it commonly referred to
as the Little Ice Age.
Solar activity has been linked to many things on Earth, including the frequency of war,
the price of agricultural commodities, volcanic activity, and others, but the arguments for and
against these correlations are so intense that no firm conclusions have ever been reached. The
best evidence for the presence of the effect is that solar activity is at its peak right now, and it’s
hot and dry. Changes in the sun’s activity occur so slowly as to confuse our perception of any
cause-and-effect connection. The only way to gain real evidence for or against this idea is to
compare historical weather and solar information. When this is done, it’s difficult to ignore how
closely the two patterns are related.
For you internet travelers, the Space Environment Center has an excellent website. You
can find it at http://sec.noaa.gov. For you doubters, there are other very popular publications that
have regularly used the correlation of solar and weather cycles for many years; they include the
Old Farmer’s Almanac and the Progressive Farmer. It’s funny how people will accept
something they don’t understand when it is presented in everyday language, but will reject it
when the details are presented.
Stay out of the heat when you can; cooler days are coming…sooner or later.

